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Man\'s Ruin Preach 
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Troy slid his key into the last lock of the last door of the studio, turning it for the last time on the last day 
of the week. Had he always looked forward to the weekend so much? The working week never used to seem so 
slow, never dragged on at a snail's pace. It wasn't that he didn't enjoy it anymore - quite the contrary, but the 
final stages of polishing an album was, for him, like watching paint dry. He could quite happily be done with all 
of it, thank you very much. Hire some young up-and-comer to put the pieces together for him, while he sat 
at the side of the pool, growing rich off of profits. 


But of course, for someone as detail-oriented and fanatically controlling as Troy, such options were never 
considered. So the long hours ticked by without complaint, despite the exhaustion that only grew as the weeks 


passed. 


Dropping his keys into the pocket of his jacket and patting it once, Troy turned to the parking lot and tightly 


gripped the handle of his briefcase. As well as the loneliness that came with finishing an aloum by himself, 
Troy could have happily done without the chill that twisted around his spine when he locked up late every 
night. Walking through the dark parking lot alone was disconcerting at best, no matter how brightly the 
spotlights shone. The fact remained that he was alone, and..yes, he was frightened. 


He hummed softly, comforting himself with the sound and the illusion of nonchalance before beginning his solo 
trek towards his car. Why had he parked so far away from the front door, yet again? Had the lot really been 
so full when he arrived mid-morning that he couldn't have parked at the front of his own recording studio? A 
sign of success, yes, but also one of great inconvenience. Every time he was forced to walk through the 


parking lot alone, he would happily have traded wealth and success for a can of mace and a flashlight. 
The down pillow was the first sign that he wasn't alone in the empty lot. 


It slapped against his face and covered his mouth so suddenly that it knocked the air from his lungs, forcing 
him to gasp in a mouthful of stale, prickly material. He could feel the down feathers inside as the stems poked 
through the thin material, and as he bit down they crunched against his teeth. The pillow case tore and he 
gagged on feathers and dust, spreading them across the not so empty parking lot. For the first time since he 
locked the door on the studio and turned to walk through the night, Troy started screaming. 
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The file slapped down on Joey's desk before he even had the chance to look up. He pinched the bridge of his 
nose, retrieving a soggy post-it from where it had floated into his coffee cup, and pushed a hand back through 
his dark, shaggy hair. 


"No," he said simply, offering no other explanation. There was simply no need to look up. The shit-eating grin of 
his partner was firmly etched into the back of his retinas, and required no refreshing. Josh snorted at the 
reaction, flipping open the manila folder and covering a good half of Joey's paperwork. 


"You don't have a choice. This one came from on high." 


Joey sighed. That was never a good sign. He'd been at the precinct for barely ten minutes, which made it far 


too early to deal Josh, or add a new case to the already dangerously teetering pile. 


"Flick it to someone else. | - we - have too much to do already. There has to be someone else in Homicide 


buried under more paperwork than you and me, someone itching to get outside." 


Josh sat down on the other side of the desk, forcing himself into Joey's line of sight. The grin was firmly in 
place, splitting the smug red-head's long face in two. 


"There's no stiff. No body. Just a missing big-shot, out in Joshua Tree. No one else will take it” 


No body. Joey, finally irritated enough to look up and meet Josh's gaze, did exactly that. His partner, tall enough 
to graze his head on the station's hanging lights, broad enough to jam his shoulders against the office doors 


every Time, simply grinned. 
"No body," he repeated, his pen rolling over one knuckle and between the next two, tapping against a legal pad. 


"Josh. This is homicide. If there is no body, than what you have is a missing person. So it needs to go to 
exactly that. Missing Persons. Do you understand how the english language works..?" 


Laughing, Josh spread his hands out across the top of Joey's desk, swiveling the squeaky lamp out over the 


floor so as to better lean close. 


"You're funny. New-kid funny. And | like that, | do, but here's the thing. | really want this one, and | pulled a 
few favors to get it. This isn't Las Vegas, Joe, and no one is going to get their feelings hurt if your paperwork 
is a few days late. You need to make friends with this knowledge." 


‘My name's Joey, Joshua. Call me Joe again and I'll break your fingers with my stapler," Joey growled his reply, 
sipping from his coffee and considering whether or not the post-it glue had actually made it taste better. With 


another labored sigh, he cast a glance over the open file before him, and recognized the name instantly. 


"Troy van Leuween," he read it aloud, taking another sip from his cup. Yes, post-it glue definitely added a not- 


awful tasting edge to the precinct brand swill. "You want this case because you're a fan of the victim? Josh." 


Josh rolled his eyes a little, shrugging and twitching his lips into an apologetic half-smirk. His passion for music 
was well known through the LAPD, especially bands signed on the ENEMY. label, a company owned by none 


other than their missing person. 


"Josh, that's a huge conflict of interest." Joey groaned, pinching his nose once again and wondering if his 
partner was to blame for the increasingly flattened state of said feature. Josh certainly inspired an unnatural 


amount of bridge-pinching and temple-rubbing in everyone he met. 
lm not taking this case with you, just because you want to drive out there and wank all over the studio. This 
man's life could be at risk - is at risk - and | don't want to spend half the day following you around with a 


disposable camera, snapping memories for your scrapbook..understand?" 


With another eye-roll, Josh"s grin grew into an all-out apology, and he shrugged once more. The default 
routine for wheedling at Joey until he got his way. 


"| cross my heart. | swear on my mother's grave. I'll be all business..come on, this could be interesting. And one 
y Y g g 


hell of a gold star on your shiny new file, Detective..” 


Joey swore under his breath, standing and retrieving his coat from the back of his chair. He raised a finger at 


Josh as he turned, shaking it warningly. 

"One squeal out of you..” 

Josh grinned, draining Joey's cup with a surprised grimace. 

"And l'm driving..." 

A nod, and Josh shrugged on his own jacket. Joey shook his head. 


"You're such a bitch sometimes." 
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Darkness surrounded Troy like a shroud, faded at the edges by tiny pinpricks of light. Pale white plucked away 


at the edge of whatever was covering his eyes, and gave him the only reassurance that he was, in fact, alive. 


Nothing else would work. He tried to scream, but his mouth wouldn't open. His fingers, stiff and sore, wouldn't 
bend. He couldn't feel, couldn't move, couldn't cry and couldn't understand what was going on. But most 


worrying of all, he couldn't hear. 
As far as Troy knew, he was completely deaf. 
His eyes, he knew, were still functioning by the blurred edges of light. He could feel something covering them, 


could feel the lashes tickling against his cheeks. His legs, although immobile, were still definitely connected to his 


body and when he twitched his toes, he could feel. 


But nothing, not even a distant echo, would penetrate the all-consuming sense of emptiness that surrounded 
him. No annoying buzz, no irritating ringing, the sounds that would have stuck with him even in complete 


silence.even those had abandoned them. 

He wanted to whimper. Wanted to cry and scream and sob until the feeling of cotton and down left his throat 
forever, but Troy was at least lucid enough to know it would only worsen the despair that was settling like a 
brick in his stomach. 


What was the point in yelling for help, when you couldn't even hear yourself cry? 
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Rickshaw 
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"There are feathers everywhere." 


Josh peered over the brim of his coffee, nodding absently. The crime scene was, in fact, covered by feathers. 


Joey scowled. 

"Why the fuck are there feathers everywhere? Was someone bludgeoned by a pigeon?" 

Lowering the Styrofoam cup, Josh moved to answer, before Joey's hand was held up in a motion of silence. 
"Don't answer that. | know, | know..no pigeons in the desert. | hate this place." 

His partner simply grinned, resuming his slow circle around the yellow-taped perimeter. The cement lot outside 
of the record company was, despite the early hour, ringed by a small group of inquisitive locals. Joey scanned 


the crowd for cameras and recorders, before sending a uniform to collect any footage. 


"Maybe they've picked up something we can't see," he said with a shrug, crouching beside the Studio door. It 
was still locked, with no signs of forced entry or a struggle, aside from the feathers. 


“Something doesn't fit here.." Shifting from foot to foot as he crouched, Joey ran his eyes over the feathers 


once more, lifting a hand to, once again, silence Josh's sarcastic replies. 
"Don't. The feathers are obviously not meant to be here..but this one is really out of place...” 


Gesturing for a glove and collection bag, he carefully plucked something small and yellow from the middle of 
the downy pile. Placing it carefully in the bag, Joey held it up to the light. Josh snorted with surprise. 


"A Canary feather? That's goose down, man.what the fuck is a canary feather doing in all of that?" 
Joey shook his head, passing the bag to one of the collectors before standing, groaning as his back cracked. 


| couldn't tell you. It could be from anything..blown here by accident, a manufacturing goof.if there's anything 
on it, the lab will.” 


He paused, frowning and turning back to the locked door. Something else was out of place, but not visually. Joey 


took in a deep breath, before turning back to his partner. 


"You smell bleach?" He raised an eyebrow as Josh nodded, and a blond, shaggy-haired blue-jumpsuit clad 
collector piped up from their left. 


"Your perp sprayed down the entire doorway with ammonia. Compromised any DNA we might pick up, or any 
trace that can be taken from the cement. Sorry guys, but whoever snatched Mr. Van Leeuwen knew what he 
was doing...” 


Josh groaned loudly, tossing his empty coffee cup into a nearby trash can and reaching for a cigarette. 


"Fuck. Fuck! You know, with every god-damned Crime Scene show on television, every jack-ass we try and track 


down pulls out another little trick like that. I'm fucking sick of it." 


"Mmm," Joey nodded, snatching Josh's cigarette from his mouth before he had the chance to light it. It joined 
the foam cup in the trash, and Josh was left slightly stunned. 


"Disgusting habit," Joey offered by way of explanation, cutting in before Josh regained the use of his vocal 
chords. He made the urgency of the feather and any other collected trace clear to the scene investigators, 
before walking back to the car. 

"You know, you're about six months away from being close enough me to pull shit like that." Josh growled, 
catching up to his partner and shoving his hands into the pockets of his jacket. Joey shrugged, glancing up at 
Josh with a wry grin 

"| like to move fast. Get used to it. Now come on, we need to head over to Van Leeuwen's apartment, and see 


if we can't find anything else before the labs make our canary sing.’ 
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Joey let out a low whiste as the door to Troy's apartment was unlocked, swinging open into the mid-morning 
sunshine. Almost straight away, a small orange cat trotted towards them. 


"Wow," Joey nodded, crouching and tickling the appreciative cat beneath it's chin. It purred and arched against 


him, obviously unused to spending the night alone, but still keeping a wary distance from anyone else. 
"Nice digs." 


"Mr Van Leeuwen has excellent taste," the doorman offered, removing his key from the door and showing the 


two men in. Several members of the crime scene unit waited in the hallway. 


"And the money to back it up," Josh added, shoving his hands into his pockets and following Joey into the 
apartment. "If | had money like this.” 


Joey laughed to himself, pulling on a pair of latex gloves and sifting through a few letters which rested in a 
pile on a smooth glass-topped table. 


"Even you'd get sick of hookers and six-packs, Josh." 


He ignored the sarcastic laughing of his partner as he made his way through the lounge, shielding his eyes 
against the bright sunlight. It poured through the huge floor-to-ceiling windows, reflecting off of the numerous 
glass and steel surfaces. Thoroughly modern, although not unwelcoming, the penthouse apartment at the top of 
the modest, ten story building was exactly what Joey had expected. 


"Nice view," he muttered, looking out and into the distance. "You can see the whole park from up here. The old 


mines are off in the distance, too.." 


"Fascinating," Josh replied, toeing the cat out of the way as he walked towards the bedroom. "No, really, |.fuck, 


Joe. You gotta come see this... 


Leaving his place at the window, Joey nodded at the CSU and headed after Josh, leaning through the doorway. 
His eyes widened at the sight on the bed. 


An array of tiny magazine and newspaper clippings covered the dark red sheets, all vaguely the same shape. 
Josh was standing with his back against the wall, arms folded and head twitched away. 


Ears. Dozens and dozens of ears. Nearly a hundred, thrown across the bed, spilling from a plain white envelope. 
Like confetti, each colorful and different, pierced and plain, big and small, each human and cut from paper, 


glossy and dull. A canary feather sat just inside of the envelope, bright yellow and perfect. 


"Well. | guess that wasn't a fluke, at the studio." Joey mused aloud, picking up the feather and frowning, 
twirling it between his fingers. "Calling card?" 


"Could be," Josh muttered, moving the ears around and trying to discern some sort of pattern "Either way, 
this is one of the creepiest fucking things I've ever seen" 


Joey laughed, fussing at the tiny cat as it jumped onto the bed, sending paper ears across the bed and onto 
the floor. 


"| can get someone else to take care of this with me, if you like. If you haven't got the stomach for it.. 


"Fuck that," Josh snorted, frowning at the cat and heading out of the bedroom, ducking beneath the door 
frame. He cast a glance at the huge window, amused over Joey's delight at being able to see all the way To the 


old mines. 


"You know how much | want to see Van Leuween back in one piece. I've bought everything this guy had a hand 


in" 

Letting out a small, bemused chuckle, Joey parted ways with the desperate little kitten, walking back to the 
front door. He stopped at the small, glass-top table once more and picked up a framed picture. He recognized 
Troy instantly. Dark, long hair and equally dark eyes, pale skin and very European features. Small, stocky, and 
good looking, if not a little feminine. 


Joey shook his head. He couldn't help the pang of fear that nestled in the pit of his stomach, twisting and 
knotting as he looked down at the photo. All he could hope was that if..no, not if, when they found their man, 
that kind, shy face would still be in one piece. 
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"|| have money!" 


Troy cried out into the darkness, his voice cracking and splintering at the edges, as brittle as chalk. Of course, 
he had no idea just how raw he sounded, how his pained, usually so smooth voice echoed from the walls 


around him. He was still deaf to the dark world around him and blinded by thick, scratching strips of rag. 


It had taken him hours to work his mouth open, licking at his chapped lips with what little saliva he could 
muster. He could hardly breathe, choking on the dry dust that had gathered in his throat. Only after he'd lost 
his concentration, gasping in a foul lungful of acrid air and coughing until his throat bled, was Troy able to wet 
his lips enough to open them. 


"Please! Please.|'ll p-pay, my c.company will pay.” 


His jaw ached. He could vaguely remember being struck in the face when he was taken, struggling and 
screaming into a dusty pillow before spots of chloroform overtook him, choking and gasping against the gas 
that slid into his nostrils and down his airways. His head ached, his jaw and lips throbbed, and his wrists were 
raw where he'd rubbed against his bonds. 


The only comfort Troy could make for himself were the tears that ran down his cheeks, soaking his blindfold 
and keeping his eyes moist. He blinked, gasping back a sob and calling out once more, screaming with what little 
air he could pull into his lungs. 


Something moved, to his left. Still no sound, no glimpse of motion, just a rustle of fabric against his bound arm. 
He jumped, jerking to the right and whining softly, whimpering like a dog expecting a strike. Again he called, 
begged, pleaded to be let go. He offered all he could think of to please his captor, but a nagging voice in the 
very back of his head that had begun to keep him company suggested that perhaps, just perhaps, this twisted 


soul wasn't after wealth. A thief took coins. What sort of person took another man, just to keep them alive and 
helpless? 


Again, his captor moved. Troy could feel him coming closer, feel his breath on the back of his neck. Fingers 


stroked his hair back from his ears, cold, rough and scabbed. Troy retched, letting out a low, desperate moan 


as skin and nails caked with dirt combed through his hair. 

Within seconds, he could hear. 

Everything came back to him. Wind, whistling through some sort of tunnel. Gravel and dirt beneath crushed 
beneath boots. The soft breathing of the man being him, and his own heaving, terrified gasps. Somewhere in 
front of him, muffled by the wind and a slow, distant tripping, something sounded almost like a small bird, 


jumping and fluttering around a cage. 


"Don't be fucking stupid," came a voice from behind. Troy jerked forward, bruising himself against the ropes 


around his chest. He cried out, twisting and shaking his head, trying to dislodge his blindfold. 


"If | just wanted your money," continued the voice, low and heavy, as worn and scabbed as the fingers that 
had so gently stroked his neck, "I wouldn't have bothered to keep you so comfortable." 


Troy sobbed, no longer able to take comfort in the cool, soothing tears that saturated his cheeks. He opened 
his mouth to reply, spitting away the blood that dripped from his dry, torn lips, but before he could answer 


something long, sharp and cold pressed against the back of his neck. 


Where his tears provided no consolation, Troy could now, at least, hear himself scream. 
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Polly Wants a Crack Rock 


Author's Notes: 
Wohoo! Two chapters in one day! This is a very Alternate Universe fic, Law and Order-esque Cameofest. Do 


forgive me. 


Joey's cellphone shrieked from inside his jacket as he and Josh made their way back to the car. He flipped it 
open, holding it to his ear and frowning as the tar on the roof of the parking lot stuck to his shoes, baked soft 
by the mid-morning desert sun. 


Castillo," He spoke against the slim rectangle of plastic, holding it against his shoulder as he dug for his keys. 


"What? Nothing? ..fuck," he shook his head at his partner, mouthing the word lab as Josh frowned, folding 
himself into the passenger seat"Okay. We're about half an hour away. Put a rush on any trace results you can 


get." 


"Tell me it's good news." Josh leaned back against the uncomfortably warm seat, reaching for the air 


conditioning. Joey smacked his hand away, slipping on his sunglasses and pulling out of the apartment complex. 


"Yes and no. The lab boys are having a hard time getting anything from the feather. Not only did it get hit 


with the bleach, but the goose down it was mixed up in has basically swept away any obvious trace." 


Josh rolled his eyes, reaching for his own sunglasses and toying with the stems, his fingers twitching for a 
cigarette. He was smarter than to try his luck in the vehicle of his anti-tobacco partner. 


"Great. So what's the good news?" 


"Well. don't know if you could call it good, but it's certainly something," Joey smirked a little, the tiny twist of 


a smile that Josh had come to recognize as a sign of much groaning and eye-rolling to come. 


"Apparently, this isn't the first time they've seen a feather like this. It's too soon to tell if it's a calling card, 


but it's no coincidence." 


As expected, Josh covered his eyes with one broad hand and groaned loudly, tilting his head back against the 
padded rest. 


"Fantastic. Any lead's a good lead, yeah, but | can think of a dozen things more fulfilling than chasing some 


fruitbasket bird man around Joshua Tree." 
Joey snorted, nodding and hitting the window lock, rolling the passenger side down a few inches. 


"You and me both, buddy. Go on.! think this little revelation has earned you a few puffs. Just don't get used to 
it 
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"They're perfect," the voice purred, cracked and staccato beside Troy's ear. He was rigid in the chair, eyes 


screwed shut behind the blindfold. 
"But you know that, don;t you? A conceited little bitch like you? Hah." 


The laugh, short and bitter, came out as more of a harsh bark than any sound pertaining to mirth. Cold spittle 
flecked Troy's cheek and he flinched, whimpering loudly. 


"Every part of you is fucking pretty. Pretty hair. Pretty mouth. Pretty hands. | bet that under that wet rag 


covering your eyes, you've got pretty tears, to." 


"P-please.." Again Troy flinched, coughing out a desperate gasp of mercy. The voice, the man.his captor 
laughed again. 


"Don't worry, man. You aren't my type. But I've definitely got a few friends that would like a pretty little 
faggot like you." 


Troy shrunk in his chair, pressing his back against the metal bars that had become a twisted sort of comfort. 
His wrists were chaffed raw beneath the rough hemp ropes ; it had taken hours before he'd finally admitted 
to his bound helplessness, and had stopped struggling. 


"I'm not a -" 


"Not a fag?" The man cut him off, still laughing, still mocking, still close enough for Troy to feel human breath 


on his neck It moved around him, pacing back and forth before finally coming to a halt in front of its prisoner. 
"You're a little queer, and a fucking liar to boot. What an interesting life you're leading, Mr Van Leuween..." 


Troy could barely listen to him laugh again . The harsh rasp was enough to make him gag. Loud, mocking barks 


that echoed with a deafening roar, almost as if they were underground. 


‘Open your mouth," he demanded, forcing his fingers between Troy's lips when he failed to comply. He hooked 
his nails behind Troy's bottom teeth and forced his jaw down, opening his mouth. The man's fingers were dry, 


chalky and bitter. 


He forced something firm and well-worn between his teeth, pushing it so far that the corners of Troy's 


mouth split. The blood, warm and wet, was a morbid but welcome change from the bitter dust. 


Once again, chills ran down Troy's spine and he froze as something cold and smooth trailed over the back of 
his neck. The man, his abductor, flicked his wrist enough for the end of the mystery object to scrape over his 


skin, opening a shallow wound. It felt no deeper than a paper cut, and stung just the same. 


"Nnngh!" he squealed, struggling and jerking forward, panting hard against his gag. Behind the blindfold, 
starbursts erupted in his panic, fading into the blurred light that penetrated the edges of the dark cloth. Hard, 


raw knuckles struck his jaw and Troy fell silent, shaking as the metal instrument slid over his cheek. 


"See, I'm lucky." The man continued, his voice dripping with sadistic delight. "lm being paid well for this..well 
enough to make it worth my time, but on top of that, there's a little bonus." 


Troy jerked again, tears dripping from the edge of his blindfold, diluting the blood that was caking at the 
corners of his mouth. He felt like a horse choking on a cruel bit, his teeth aching and grinding against the stiff 


leather. 


"As long as | don't touch your pretty face, or your silky hair, Mr Van Leeuwen, | can do whatever else | want. 


| could cripple you. | could take your fingers, and sew them inside of your mouth. Shh..." 


His hand found the back of Troy's neck, gently stroking through the beads of nervous sweat. His fingers 
twisted in soft black hair, giving one warning twist before holding Troy still 


"You hear the canary, Mister Big Shot? You hear it fucking sing? Listen.Listen" 


Troy screamed against the bit, sobbing brokenly and nodding as best as he could. The bid - the canary - sung 
in its cage a few feet away, chirping and trilling happily, oblivious to the scene it shared. 


"Nobody will ever echo in your head again, boy. No sweet song, soft and low, will ever poison you. This is mine 


now. 
The metal rod, slim and cold, pointed like a skewer, slid up over Troy's jaw and across his cheek, trailing over 
his earlobe and gently clicking against his thick silver earrings. Mercifully swift, it jabbed forward like a spear, 


and the sound of the scream that Troy had regained only minutes earlier, once again faded into a dull echo. 


And then, nothing at all. 
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"Alright boys, talk to me." 

Josh pushed open the clear glass door of the trace lab, his mood considerably improved by several cigarettes 
and cups of coffee once they had reached the precinct. Joey followed him in, raising an eyebrow at the shaggy 
blonde sitting on the counter. 


‘lm not sure that's hygienic." he muttered, hiding a smirk as the slim man leaped to the ground. 


‘Sorry, sorry!" he grinned, pulling the latex glove from his hand and thrusting it towards Joey, his smile 


stretching from ear to ear. 


"I'm Taylor. You're Detective Castillo, right? From Las Vegas? You've only been here..what is it.six months? | 


can't believe | haven't met you yet, but Dave usually keeps me under a microscope, you know, and |." 


Loudly clearing his his throat, Josh clamped a broad hand on Taylor's shoulder and steered him back towards 


the counter, towering over the smaller 


"Okay, Tay, settle down before you choke on your Ritalin. We're working on a missing person's time frame, and 


you know how quickly that shrinks. Now, what did our feather give up?" 


"Nothing, yet." The reply came from the other side of the lab, just behind a thick rack of equipment. Another 
technician, dark haired and slightly bigger than Taylor, emerged with a sheet of paper in his hand. Josh frowned 


"So what, Dave? You called us back here for nothing?" 
Dave shook his head, handing over the paper and leaning against the worktop, arms folded. As far as lab 
monkeys went, Dave was far from what Joey had come to expect. He wore his hair long and dark, and a crisp 


white coat covered an enviable collection of tattoos. 


"Not nothing, no.." he grinned, gesturing to the paper, and then the glowing computer screen on the desk before 
him. 


"So this isn't the first one of these I've seen, right? So that's enough to catch my attention. | had another two 
feathers, both with the quicks attached, and both from separate cases in different parts of San Bernardino. 
So..." 


"So." Joey repeated, frowning at the readout in Josh's hands. "So what? I'm guessing that with the quicks still 


intact, you." 


".] ran the DNA. Correct. Gentlemen.those feathers are all from the same bird, and I'm willing to bet he's not 


very happy.” 
Josh swore under his breath, closing his eyes for a moment. 


"You know what this means.." he inclined his head towards Joey, lips pursed into a thin line. Joey nodded, and 
Dave grinned. 


"Sorry guys. This is definitely a calling card, and it smacks of a routine. A ritual. All signs point to a serial 
pattern, which means you two are about to get real friendly with the Feds." 


Joey groaned, and Josh slammed his fist against the clear counter. 


"Great. Just what we need. A couple of fucking stiffs in suits, sniffing around our heels like dogs." 
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Cold Sore 
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As the blackness eroded from Troy's vision, he sucked in a desperate gasp of air, cracking his dry, caked lips. 
He hung forward against the ropes that bound him to the chair, wincing as the hemp and twine bit into the 
bruised skin beneath his wrinkled suit. He had no way of telling hoe long he'd been held here, wherever here 
was What might have been an hour could have been a week, and what felt like a lifetime could only have been 


a day. He blinked in the sunlight, straining to see the table set before him. 
He blinked again, shaking the matted, dusty hair from his eyes. 
He could see. 


It took more than a few moments for the spots to disappear from Troy's eyes, flooded with sudden, foreign 
light. He jerked his hands behind the chair and blinked furiously, desperate to muster enough tears to clear the 
lumps of dust and grit that clogged the corners of his eyes. 


Troy couldn't remember the point at which his blindfold was removed. He had blacked out after the piercing, 
bruising pain in the back of his head had reached an unbearable point. There had been a popping, a sizzling, 
burning echo that had gradually faded, along with his consciousness. 


Again he shook his head. The echo was still with him, dull and aching, sitting in the very back of his mind. It 
crept over the top of his spine, locking his jaw and sending shooting, hot and cold pains through his teeth. He 
felt as though he was chewing through ice, at eight thousand feet in the air. 


As the room around him slowly blurred into visibility, it revealed itself to be less of a room, and more of a 
cavernous tunnel. The walls were a dusty, waterstained yellow, meeting overhead in a curved ceiling. The floor 
beneath his bound feet was gravelly, made of tiny white/yellow stones. He groaned softly, the sound lost in the 
shuffle of the rocks as he tried to flex his feet. 


Something moved at the very corner of his vision, twitching and hopping with fright. He once again shook his 
hair to the side, focusing on a tiny yellow bird. 


It cocked its head to the side, twittering and fussing to itself, oblivious of the man who shared it's presence. 
flitting from one perch to another, it turned and shared with Troy a horrible sight. Several feathers were 
missing from one wing, leaving a bloodied smear of red and yellow. The wing was still intact, but hung quite 


uselessly. 


Flinching, Troy looked away, glancing instead at the table he'd focused on earlier. It was steel, shiny and out of 
place at the back of the derelict tunnel. A white towel lay across the top, hosting an array of disturbing 
instruments. Feathers, bloody and mussed, lay to the side. Several strips of tape sat next to the original silver 


roll, which in turn sat atop a pile of thick black fabric. His blindfold. 


But the most harrowing of all was the tool that sat to the right of the tray. A long, cold, vicious looking 
skewer lay by itself, smeared with blood and bent slightly at the tip. It was thin, as thin as a needle, thickening 
towards the handle. Troy remembered the cold instrument that had laid across his neck, and the rock that sat 
in the pit of his stomach grew considerably at that thought. 


Twisting as best as he could manage, he stared down at the collar of his white shirt. The crisp, spotless cotton 
was stained bright red, darker in some parts, thicker in other, but red nonetheless. He could feel the blood rub 
against his neck as he turned his head, pulling where his hair had become stuck to his skin. 


He stared at the canary, straining to hear its sweet little song. The white echo that blocked all other sound 


rose to a crescendo, before fading completely. 


eR 


Josh sat low in one of the two chairs facing his captain's desk, fingers folded over the buckle of his belt. He 
scowled at the shiny brass nameplate that sat tented before him. Dave Catchings. DC to everyone in the 
department. Their captain. 


"Its not his fault," Joey quietly noted, sitting to Josh's right"This isn't his call 


Josh grunted. Small consolation There were few things he hated more than working with the FBI, smug fuckers 
who only served to tie his hands with paperwork and red tape. 


"Come on, Josh. Think of it this way..if the Feds can in any way help us find this guy, we're still getting the job 


done." 


Another sullen grunt, and Joey sighed. Fine. Let Josh have his pity-party. Joey had worked with the FBI on 
numerous occasions, as well as the DEA. No matter how bad any of it got, it was still better than Internal 


Affairs. 


The door behind the two chairs opened, DC entering with an armful of files. He wore the same expression as 
Josh, far from delighted. 


"Your new friends are going to be here in a matter of hours," he rumbled, taking his seat behind the desk, 
peering over thick-rimmed glasses. "I want you two to make sure you're squeaky clean when they show up. 


Especially you, Josh..” 


Josh scowled, an eyebrow arching with no little amount of irritation DC snorted at him, closing the file and 
setting it before him. 


"Don't give me that. | just have to mention the word Federal and you swing shut like a rusted trap. | don't want 
you to make this any more difficult for yourselves that it needs to be. Jut work with then, find this kid, and 
you can all go home happy." 


"That's all I'm hoping for," Joey added, folding his arms over his chest, propping ankle on knee. Nodding, DC 
pushed the file towards both men. 


"Of course, that doesn't mean we can't get a little ahead with our own investigation. This is the first case the 
canary feathers showed up in. Some kid downtown lost a few hours in the middle of the night, woke up with a 
pocketful. Check it out before our guests arrive." 


Josh stood, followed by his partner, taking the small manila file with no little satisfaction. 


RK 


Following Josh into a dimly lit bar, Joey pulled the collar of his jacket up around his neck. He was hardly fond of 
downtown Joshua Tree, the people who crossed his path were a sharp reminder of working Vice in Las Vegas. 
Any strung-out, pallid, walking zombie could have easily passed for the meth addicted fuckhead that had taken 
the shot at his partner. Although far from fatal or life-changing, it had provided the motivation Joey had 


needed to move back home to California. 


"Well, look what the maggoty cat dragged in." A smooth voice taunted them from a shadowed doorway, 
drawling and arrogant, with an almost feminine teasing edge. Josh rolled his eyes, pocketing his sunglasses and 


pulling out his badge. 


"| know | don't have to show you this, Jesse," he began, casting a reassuring glance back at Joey, who was 
more than happy to let Josh take the reins on this one. Joey had the odd feeling that Josh was more than 
familiar with this side of town. 


A tiny man pushed off the wall under the dark, canopied doorway, pushing ginger-blonde hair from in front of 
aviator sunglasses. He grinned around a cigarette, breathing smoke from beneath an impressive mustache. He 


glanced at the badge, ground the cigarette out beneath his boot, and winked at Joey. 


"This your new partner, Joshua? His tits aren't as nice as the last one's. What happened to the sweater meat? 


Uh..Polly-Jean?" 


Josh snorted at Joey's reaction, clamping a hand down on his partner's flinching shoulder. 


"She moved on to bigger and better things, both of which are none of your business. This is an official visit, 
Jesse, now open up for us before we get Health and Safety down here." 


The tiny man, Jesse, pouted dramatically before answering with a shrug, turning and walking into the club. Josh 
caught Joey before he followed, pulling him to the side. 


"Friend of yours?" Joey cut in, raising an eyebrow before Josh had the chance to answer. 


"You could say that," he replied, grinning wolfishly. He pulled a cigarette from the beaten pack, igniting it with a 
click and a flash from his lighter. "Jesse's..helped me out in the past with a little information Actually..more 
than a little." 


"How much is more than a little?" Joey folded his arms, eyebrow still arched. Josh shrugged, taking a deep 
drag and sliding his badge back into his pocket. 


"Enough that | owe him, if some crazy asshole tried to mess with one of his boys. Just..take Jesse Hughes 
with a grain of salt, and you'll be fine. You'd meet him sooner or later." 


The smug amusement with which Josh spoke inspired no confidence in Joey whatsoever, but he took Josh's 
word for it, following him into the club. He squinted at the pink and blue neon lights, roping a low, glossy stage, 
spiraling up several poles and platforms. 


The Captain, and the file, had failed to mention the exact nature of the club. 


A woman, bleach blonde and tattooed, pierced in all of the wrong places, sidled up to Joey once he reached the 
bar. She hooked a leg over his hip, biting one rouge red lip and winking. 


"Hey there, Daddy," she slurred, slipping forward on her stool and very nearly ending up in his lap. "| hope you 
came in here a full wallet, ‘cos the show's about to start. Although.." her hand slipped down, and Joey jumped 


as her chipped nails grazed over his jeans. "It looks like you came well prepared." 


Josh, laughing loudly, hooked his fingers in the back of Joey's jacket and pulled him back, setting him down a 
few stools away. Again he flashed his badge, and the woman scowled, 


"Hey, now, | was just looking for someone to buy me a drink." she purred, leaving her station at the bar and 
flouncing towards the back of the club. Jesse patted her firmly on the ass as she walked by, grinning. 


"Not interested?" he asked, running his eyes critically over Joey, seemingly unaffected by the dank, smoky 
atmosphere of the strip club. He grinned again, more to himself than anyone else. 


"No. She's not your type, huh? Anyway." 


He slid behind the bar, hoping up onto the counter and crossing his legs, toying with the fringe of a scarf 


wound around his neck. 
"What can | do for my favorite Homicide Dectective, and his silent partner? Something to drink?" 


"Not today, Jesse," Josh shook his head, clicking his tongue apologetically. "| told you, we're here on business. 


We need to talk to one of your boys." 
Jesse's eyebrows hit his shaggy hairline, and he held up one hand. 


"Now, Joshua, you know | don;t do that anymore. You boys saw to that, don't you remember threatening to 


tarnish my otherwise spotless record?" 


It was Joey's turn to laugh, having shaken off his rather close encounter and regained his composure, taking 


out a worn notepad and pen. 


"We're here to talk to your employee, Dean Fertita Its regarding an incident he filed with us several months 


ago. 


"Well, you're certainly the official one." Jesse huffed, sliding from the counter in a pair of jeans that could only 


have been painted on. He motioned to a slim man working at the far end of the bar, waving him over. 
"Dean, this is my good friend Detective Homme, and his delightful partner, Detective." 

Castillo," Joey held out his hand, taking in the boy's appearance. It was eerily similar to the photos of Van 
Leeuwen he'd seen, so much so that they could have passed as cousins, even brothers. Slim and pale, with 
black hair framing a slightly pointed, sweet face. Dark eyes and almost colorless lips. 

Dean shifted from foot to foot, fidgeting with a bar towel slung over his shoulder. 


"What's this about? The assault that | filed?" 


Joey nodded, noting the jarring similarities between Fertita and their abducted on his notepad. Josh seemed to 
notice it too, staring intently at the man shifting before them. 


"We've had some leads, and we need to know if you've remembered anything, recalled anything new that could 
help us out." 


Jesse held up a hand, a surprisingly stern look on his face. 


"Hold on, now boys. | know what you do, you aren't just a pair of uniforms that walk around tying up loose 


ends. What, exactly, does this have to do with homicide?" 


Joey smiled a little, nodding, impressed by Jesse's quickness to protect his employee. He closed the notebook, 
burying it once more in the pocket of his jeans, along with his hands. 


"We suspect, Dean, that the man who tried to abduct you has taken someone else. Maybe more than that. You 
need to tell us absolutely everything you remember." 


Frowning, Dean shook his head, pulling the towel from his shoulder and twisting it between his hands. Jesse's 


hand replaced the towel, gently reassuring him to speak honestly. The tiny man's presence was admirable. 
"No..| mean, no, you're wrong. There were two men" 


Josh stiffened, glancing down at Joey with a somewhat surprised expression on his face. If there were two 


men, it threw everything they'd been working on into the air. 


"Are you sure? You're absolutely sure? Dean." Josh leaned forward across the bar, leaning down to Dean's 
level and looking him in the eyes, searching for doubt. "Did you see the men who tried to abduct you?" 


"No," he shook his head firmly, closing his eyes for several moments. "No. But there were two pairs of hands. 
One covered my eyes and my mouth, and the other took my arms. I. don't know which one..but the one who 
grabbed my mouth tasted like leather. Like gloves." 

He shuddered, turning slightly. Jesse folded his arms, glaring up at Josh with an expectant look on his face. 
"Joshua, do you need to do this here, now? You have your little report, and Dean's told you all he remembers." 


Tilting his head slightly in agreement, Josh leaned back and stood, producing a card from his back pocket. 


"You're sure you don't remember anything else, that you didn't before? No details, no other tastes, or 


smells..or voices?" 


Dean shook his head firmly no, clearly disturbed by reliving the near-kidnapping. Josh, apparently satisfied with 


this, handed him the card and made it very clear that he was to call, the moment anything else came to mind. 


"What are you planning on doing now, hmm?" Jesse demanded, having followed them to the door, intent on 


seeing the detectives out. "What if this - these - creeps come looking to finish a botched job?" 


"We'll take care of it," Josh assured him, taking a small wad of bills from his pocket and handing them 
discreetly to his small friend. Joey witnessed the money pass hands, silently instructing himself to not actually 
see anything. 


"You hear anything, and | mean anything, | want it to come straight to me. | know you're good for it, Jess. Don't 
let me down." 


Jesse scoffed, apparently back in high spirits with the reassurance of his position as a reliable snitch. He 
winked at the two, waving them out of the club with a kiss and a flourish. 


"Interesting friends you have," Joey grinned, rubbing the back of his head as they walked out into the bright 


sunlight. Josh stopped him suddenly with an arm across his chest, gesturing to the car. 
"Looks like we're about to make some more.." he replied, a scowl set deep on his lips. 


Two men in crisp black suits leaned against the passenger side of Joey's car, arms folded and eyes hidden 
behind dark glasses. One was shorter, just slightly, with short-shaved dark hair and day old stubble, built solid 
and firm, not unlike Joey. The other was tall, gangly and a little awkward, not unattractive but slightly strange 
in the way he stood, as if his skin was stretched too tight over his skin. His hair was long and black, reaching 
his shoulders. He was the first to move, walking forward with an outstretched hand. 


"Detectives Homme and Castillo? I'm Agent White. This is Agent Reznor. We're going to be spending a lot of 
time together." 


RK 


Going to a Hanging 


Author's Notes: 
This is a very Alternate Universe fic, Law and Order-esque Cameofest. Do forgive me. 


The door of the precinct slammed open, cracking against the wall as Josh pushed through. His mouth was 


twisted into a furious scowl, his cheeks burning as red as his hair. He was, in a word, livid. 


"Captain!" he pushed into Catchings' office without knocking, paying no attention to the blonde, suited man sitting 
in the left chair. DC looked up from his desk, raising a questioning eyebrow at Joey, only just now joining his 


partner. 


"Is there a problem, Detective?" he asked, peering over the rims of his dark tinted glasses. Joey shrugged, 
glancing down at the second man in the office, a man whom he recognized instantly as the Assistant District 


Attorney, Gene Trautman. Gene returned the helpless shrug, seemingly bemused by Josh's entrance. 


"Yeah, there's a fucking problem, Dave. Our friends from the bureau showed up at Jesse's, and they've already 


made it very clear how little we're going to be participating in this. Did you know we were being cut out?" 


DC sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose and standing. He turned to the ADA, smiling a little at the 


amusement still plain on his face. 
‘Sorry about the ball-swinging contest, Gene. You don't have to stay here for this." 


"No, No." Gene waved it off, folding his arms over his chest. "I'm quite familiar with Detective Homme's 


temper. I'd like to see how this gets resolved." 


Josh shot a glare at Gene, a little of the color fading from his cheeks. Gene was a friend of the precinct and 
notoriously wary of the FBI. DC cleared his throat, setting his gaze on Josh. 


"No, | didn't know you two were going to be cut out, but | had a feeling. That's why | asked Gene to come down 
here. Now for Christ's sake, Josh, sit down and relax. You getting in a blazing rage won't help anyone. We're still 
working on a missing person timeframe, and 


it's running out." 


Hesitating for a half-second, Josh sat with resignation in the chair beside Gene, leaving Joey to stand between 
the two, slightly perplexed by the entire affair. During their somewhat brief introduction with the two federal 
agents outside of Jesse's club, it had been made apparent that the authority of the Joshua Tree precinct was 
being overridden by the FBl, excluding all personal currently working the case. Joey had been moments away 


from physically restraining Josh, suggesting instead that they meet the agents at the precinct and talk it out. 


"Ah," Gene cleared his throat, crossing one leg over the other. "They can't do that. Not completely. They have 
the right to cease control of the investigation.but they can't shut you out like that." 


"We're willing to compromise on that," answered a voice, slow and smooth, from the doorway. Agent White 
folded his sunglasses into his pocket, flanked by his smaller, broader partner. Josh rolled his eyes, turning in 


his chair. 


"Did you get lost?" he sneered. Joey sighed, and DC once again pinched his nose. Agent Reznor returned the 
hard look, his eyes still hidden behind dark glasses. 


"Be thankful we're federal agents, Detective, and not traffic cops. If | didn't know better, | would have thought 


you were trying to lose us." 


DC's frustration was written across his face, and the tension in the small office was cut cleanly by Gene, 


standing and holding out his hand. 


"Gentlemen, I'm the Assistant Attorney in this district, Gene Trautman, this is Captain Dave Catchings. Is the 


Detective here right? Are you muscling this department out of its own investigation?" 
Agent White smiled slowly, sharp and intelligent, spreading his hands out in a pacifying gesture. 


"| think we were misunderstood. We're here to oversee the Detective's actions. The Bureau has an intense 


interest in this case, and those proceeding it that feature the same MO. Think of us as..big brother." 


"Nice." Josh snorted, fingers twitching for a cigarette. He grabbed his lighter instead, flicking the cap and 
running his thumbnail over the serrated wheel. "That's the first honest thing you've said." 


"Josh." DC narrowed his gaze, a warning note in his voice. He turned back to the agents, stern and unmoving. 


"How are my boys supposed to do their jobs with you breathing down their necks? And what do you mean by 
cases preceding? How many people as this guy hit?" 


White retrieved a folder from his jacket, small and creased, passing it to Gene and DC. The ADA opened it, 
eyebrows raising before laying it on the desk 


"Is this real?" He asked, visibly shaken. Joey caught a glimpse of photographs of the victim, turning away as 
the bile rose in his throat. Reznor nodded. His mouth was set in a thin, emotionless line, but when he spoke his 


voice wavered with strongly repressed anger. 


"Very. This is the only other incident we've linked through the feathers, but there are no doubt others. The 
boy was found in another district, but everything else is the same. He made a complete recovery, except for 
the obvious, and he's willing to talk to us." 


Josh slammed his hand down on DC's desk, spreading the photos across the polished surface. He didn't look at 
them, turning back instead to his captain 


"This is fucking bait, DC, and you know it. They're buttering us up, conning us with this before they pull the 


rug out from under our feet. | doubt this poor kid even remembers anything." 


White cleared his throat, leaning forward and gathering the photos back together, looking Josh directly in the 


eyes, challenging him. 
"Actually, he's been quite helpful. He remembers almost everything." 


"Go to hell," Josh snarled, drawing himself up to his full six feet and five, furious and intimidating. To his credit, 
Joey noticed, Agent White didn't back down. DC fixed his glare on Josh, eyes narrow and serious. 


"Thats enough. You need to learn to play nice, Homme, and until you do Joey's going to work this one alone. Go 


and take a few hours to cool off. Understand?" 
Josh pulled back, lifting his hands and glancing at Joey, his face blank. 


"Fine. Fine..forget it. Let the Feds run this..you know they'll dig this whole investigation into the ground. Van 


Leeuwen's as good as dead" 


He turned and left the office, slamming the door as he went. Joey sighed, running his hand back through black 
hair. He'd been warned of Josh's feisty temper when he'd first joined the Joshua Tree homicide division, but 
the while display had been a little.unexpected. 


"Is your partner always so..passionate?" Agent White asked, seemingly as amused as Gene by the entire scene. 


Joey glanced back at him, ready to defend Josh, but honestly just as shocked as the others. 


"Some people would consider that an admirable trait for a cop," he replied coolly, taking the file from DC. "Come 


on, lets talk to this kid of yours." 


DC caught his wrist, holding him back until the others left. Gene was engaged in a conversation with both 


agents, clearly laying the ground rules for future cooperation 
"Look," DC began, deep lines of stress running from the corners of his eyes. "When he gets back, | want you to 
keep an eye on Josh, okay? He's a good man, and a strong cop, but he's always had trouble playing with others. 


Just.keep sharp. Don't let him make any mistakes in the heat of the moment." 


Joey nodded, still slightly stunned by the scene he'd just witnessed, leaving the office to join the others. 


eR 


"Agent White, this is our psychologist, Doctor Michael Shuman," Gene led White and Joey towards an 
interrogation room, joined on the way by a slim, curly-haired man. He nodded, smiling from behind dark-rimmed 
glasses. He was young, with a pointed face and sharp, bright eyes. He shook White's hand, the other arm 
stacked with books and files. 


"Call me Jeordie. That goes for all three of you," he replied, taking Michael's hand. "Agent Reznor - Trent - will 
be joining us shortly with our victim. Michael. take it you saw the photos, read the file?" 


"Mike, please. And yes," he opened the nearest door, waving the three men in with a slightly nauseous look on 


his face. "Are you sure he's going to be able to talk to Joey? The damage, both physical and psychological...” 
Jeordie nodded, smiling confidently and taking a seat at a long, slim table. 


“Trent has been working this case since we found the victim. He's taken a very strong, personal interest in 
this..so I'd be a little conscious of tact when conducting your interview. He can be a little defensive of his pet 


projects." 


"As long as he doesn't hinder Detective Castillo's right to questioning, we won't have a problem," Gene added, 
his flawless smile returned by Jeordie. Joey snorted at the waspish understanding that had apparently sprung 
up between the two. 


The open door behind them creaked and all four men jumped, turning to see Reznor enter. He led in a man, 
shorter, slim and timid. He clung to Trent's side, long black hair hanging in his face, covering pale skin and wide, 


dark glasses. 
"Fuck." Joey hissed, tilting his head to Gene. "He looks exactly like Troy Van Leeuwen, and the first kid, Fertita" 


"Gentlemen," Jeordie begun, pulling out two chairs for Trent and their guest. "This is Aaron North. Aaron, 


there's a detective here that needs to talk to you.” 


Trent lead Aaron to the table, helping him to sit before taking the chair beside him. He was obviously 
protective, not just from the body language and the look in his face, but from the way his fingers never quite 
left Aaron's wrist. Joey watched the way the smaller man moved, the way he never quite looked anyone in the 
face, and his mind flicked back to the photos in DC's office. They'd be lucky if they got two words out of this 
kid. 


"Aaron," Mike cleared his throat, glancing at Trent as he reached out and took Aaron's hand, quick to 
understand. "My name is Michael Shuman, l'm the psychologist here. Is it alright if we ask you a few questions, 
about what happened to you?" 


‘Ive talked to doctors." he replied, quiet and shy, his head bent towards Trent as if he were afraid to talk to 
anyone else. Trent took his hand again, gently squeezing his wrist. Joey watched in silence, 
interested to see the difference in Trent, the transformation from the cold, steely federal agent. 


Listen to me, Aaron. We have new information, and we need you to put it together for us, understand? We 


need your help to find someone else.” 
The thin, pale man went still, turning fully to face Trent, his fingers going stiff against the table. 


"There are more? They took more? Trent..what if they do this, what they did to me..wh-what if they do it To 


someone else?" 


"Aaron, my name's Joey Castillo. I'm a Detective," Joey walked forward, resting his hands on the table. Aaron 


jerked his head up, looking just over Joey's shoulder. 


"The man that's been taken.he's a record producer here, in Joshua Tree. His name is Troy Van Leeuwen. Have 
you heard of him?" 


Aaron nodded, slowly, releasing his grip on Trent's hand and twitching his fingers against his sunglasses. Two 
parallel scars ran beneath his left eye, the healed version of the bloody mess Joey had seen in the photos. 


"He looks like me. Is that why he was taken?" 


"That's what we think," Joey nodded, sitting down and looking to the others for a moment. Gene sat beside him, 
notes in hand, observing as quietly as Mike. Jeordie stood behind his partner, and Trent maintained a stern, 
concerned expression. Joey couldn't help but wish Josh had seen this side of the cold agent. Perhaps it would 


have somewhat softened his attitude towards the FBI. 


"We have a few clues, Aaron, and a few ideas, but nothing's come together yet. We need you to remember, 


push yourself if you have to. Anything at all.” 
He stayed quiet for several moments, staring down at the table from behind black glasses, eyebrows knitted 
together. After another reassuring lean towards Trent, he turned back to the general direction of Joey and 


the others. 


"Chalk," he whispered, chewing at his lower lip until it swelled red with trapped, broken blood vessels. 
"Dust..dusty chalk. It got in my nails, between my teeth, all over my skin. l-in my eyes." 


He stopped, and Trent sat up in his chair, stiff-backed. 


"If he can't go any further." he began, a warning edge to his voice before Aaron stopped him. He lifted a 
shaking hand, the tips of his fingers criss-crossed with brown scars. 


"No. Its okay. There were two men. Two sets of hands, but | only remember one voice. It was..sort of deep, 
but there was something wrong with it. It sounded local, but there was a.an edge. Something foreign. European, 


| think Like he was constantly amused, lazy..you know." 


Joey frowned, looking up at Jeordie who mirrored his perplexed, concerned expression. Aaron continued, fingers 


twisting together on the table before him 


"There was a lot of cigarette smoke. And the canary. | remember the canary. It was singing, the whole time. 
could hear it moving around its cage. The man, the man with the voice, he told me | was making them pull it's 
feathers out.." 


He stopped, biting into his lip again and turning to Trent, almost as if he were trying to shut out the rest of 


the room. 
"| didn't. | didn't want them to hurt it, | didn't make them, | didn't tell them to." 


"That's okay, Aaron," Mike smiled, reaching across and taking his hand again. "We won't ask you anything else, 


not until you're ready." 


"Actually, | think we have enough," Gene announced, standing and closing the notes that lay spread across his 


hands. He nodded at Joey's raised eyebrow, motioning to the door. 


"Wait," Aaron stood, steadying himself with one hand on his chair, and the other on Trent's shoulder. "Wait. You 
have to find this guy. Van Leeuwen. And whoever took him. Don't let what happened to me, happen to him." 


He reached for his glasses, gently pushing away Trent's protesting hands and sliding them from his face, 
folding them between his fingers. Jeordie, standing behind the two, rubbed his hand across his forehead and 
turned away, as did Mike. Gene, to his credit, stayed firm and silent as he watched the muscles in Aaron's face 


twitch, but Joey couldn't help but turn away. 


The scars on Aaron's face were set deep, but the most prominent were the two beneath his left eye. Or, at 
least, were his left eye should have been. Both the left and the right were empty sockets. No blood, no gore, 
no limp muscles that should have been taught and healthy. Just two dark, shadowed, empty caverns in Aaron's 
otherwise pretty, smooth face. 


"Is called a double enucleation," Trent explained, his hand resting gently in the small of Aaron's back. "Your 
boys removed both of his eyes, for no apparent reason. He never saw anything, he was blindfolded 
from the moment of abduction. From the look on your face, Detective, our presence here is starting to be 


appreciated." 


Joey nodded, still stunned into silence. He had seen the photos of Aaron, the bandages that had surrounded his 
eyes when he was found, wandering an empty street. He hadn't expected this. Never in his life, could he have 
thought people were capable of this. 


"Aaron, thank you," Gene broke the silence, quietly thankful when the glasses were replaced, hiding the 
grotesque injuries. "You've been more than helpful. Agent Reznor will no doubt see you home, and inform you 


of any resulting breaks. Shall we, gentlemen?" 


Leaving Trent and Jeordie in the room with the shaking boy, Gene led Joey and Mike out into the hall, closing 
the door with a click. 


"That poor kid." Joey shook his head, suddenly craving a slow-burring cigarette. "We need to find these 
bastards. Before they do god-knows-what to Van Leeuwen." 


"Funny you should mention that, Detective. | know you're new to our pleasant little district, but | take it you've 
heard of the old mine, past the park?" 


Joey nodded. He'd seen it from the top of Van Leeuwen's apartment building, a series of rusted spires and dirt 


mounds in the distance. Gene smiled, slowly, the wolfish smile of a lawyer. 


"Its an abandoned chalk mine." 


eR 


Troy's head hung low, lolling between his shoulders as the muscles of his neck grew stiff and weak. The light in 
the narrow room around him was growing dim and now, with the blindfold off, he could at least get a grasp of 


the hours that passed. 


The echo was still present in the back of his head, dull and soft, a constant buzz of white noise. He was aware 
that there should be other sounds, other noises around him. The crunch of the soft, chipped stones beneath 
his feet. The twittering of the mangled little canary, who tilted his head and chirruped silently in confusion 
Every now and then, Troy would catch glimpses of movement through the crack of a door before him, a 
rotting wooden wall built into the stone of the tunnel. A figure, bare from the waist up and hairless but for a 


ragged, pointed beard, would occasionally drift into view. 


He blinked, willing the tears to start flowing again, if only to provide some relief to his dry, dusty eyes. The 
instruments still lay on the low tray before him, still smeared with his own blood. Troy tried not to look, tried 
to focus on anything else in the cavernous room, but the fact remained. That slim, cold skewer had been slid 
inside of his ear, first one, and then the other. Now, the only thing he could hear was the nagging voice that 
hid under the echo, suggesting that not only had he been deafened, but it was very likely that he'd never see 


the outside of this room. 


He jerked his head up, wincing as his shoulders and neck throbbed and strained. The figure was back, and it 
looked like he had a friend. 


A second body moved into Troy's slim line of sight. Male.huge and broad. When he crossed the open door he 
blocked the light, and Troy instantly associated him with shadow and threat. From the few hand gestures he 
could see, they were arguing over something. Their movements were heated, angry, and Troy had the distinctly 


sinking feeling that they were arguing over him. 


The door slammed open, cracking into two pieces as it hit the stone wall. Light flooded the carved little room, 
and Troy knew, without needing to hear it, that he whimpered at the sight of his captors. The one he knew 
was hanging back, leaning against the pale, chalky wall. Pale, well defined and covered in tattoos, he had a cruel 
mouth and dark eyes. His head was clean-shaven, his chest was bare, and the dark red, scraggly beard hung to 


his collarbones like a stalactite. 


A heavy, firm hand grabbed his shoulder and Troy looked up, narrowing his eyes to try and focus. Despite 
himself, he noticed the clothes first. They were clean, expensive and well taken care of. New jeans and a well- 
fitted shirt, open at the neck The man's hair was red, almost jarringly so. He crouched to Troy's level, and 


although the look on his face offered bemusement, there was a deep, dark obsession in his eyes. 


He said something, but none of the words registered, fading into the same dull echo. He glanced to his partner, 
lip curled, before turning back to his captive audience. As Troy watched, he pulled something thick and folded 
from the pocket of his jeans. It looked like a wallet, black leather, but something inside shone as he flipped it 


open. 
It was a police badge. Troy jerked forward, begging wordlessly and pulling hard on the ropes around his wrists. 
The man was a cop! A Detective! He whimpered and yelled, tossing his head from side to side and splitting the 


dried blood around his ears. He bit his lip and pulled back, wincing as warmth slid down the sides of his neck. 


Again the red-haired cop said something, apparently concerned, almost apologetic, before taking a small notepad 


out. A few moments later, he produced two notes, holding them up in succession. 

Troy, Im a police officer. My name is Detective Homme, 

Nodding again, near-frantic, Troy jerked and twisted in his chair, the tears finally soothing his eyes. He strained 
to see the second note, almost grinning despite himself. He read the slip of paper, and the smile fell from his 


face. 


But Im not here fo help you 
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At he Helm of Hell\'s Ships 


Sitting limp in the chair he was still thoroughly bound to, Troy watched the action before him. Any hope of 
rescue had drained from him like the blood that oozed still from his left ear, thickened by clotting and the cool 
evening air. He knew know what had happened, why everything around him had been dulled into an empty buzz. 


Detective Homme had been very generous with his notes. 
Your eardrums have been perforated. | apologize for the blood ruining your pretty suit 


He'd turned away at that point, closing his eyes, happy to stay oblivious but a thick-fingered hand had roughly 
grasped at his jaw, turning and shaking him until he submitted to further explanation. 


My name is Josh. Im a very big fan of your work. My friend is Nick He's a very big fan of the money Im paying 
him. 


Nick had laughed when he read the note, reaching forward and slapping Troy roughly in the face, forcing a 
chalky, bitter-tasting thumb past his cracked lips. Troy gagged and whimpered, pulling away and baring his 
teeth. Nick rose his hand to strike again, before Josh caught him by the wrist, twisting his hand to the side. 


He'd growled something, pushing the smaller man away, before writing Troy another note. 
He won't touch you again. Im sorry for the pain he caused It wasn’t supposed to happen in this order. 


He stroked Troy's cheek gently, almost fond, but the way he ran his thumb over Troy's eyelids left him feeling 
more disconcerted than 


before. 


Now he sat still and silent, watching the two argue as if he wasn't even there. Nick stood solid and impassive, 
barely raising an eyebrow against Josh's tirade. The tall detective was obviously furious, and Troy couldn't help 
but wonder if the damage that had been done to him was the root of the conflict. Josh was livid, red-faced 
and raging. Several times he actually struck Nick, back-handing him across the face and splitting his lip. 


As the argument became more passionate, Troy couldn't help but watch. It was like watching a television on 
mute, he was a part of the moment but at the same time, couldn't have been further away. As the two men 


got closer, more violent in their conflict, the more they forgot that they were being watched. 
After several minutes of silent yelling, Josh completely lost his composure, grasping Nick by the throat and 
slamming him into a wall. Chalk dust and pebbles rained down from the ceiling, coating everything in the room 


with a thin white dust. 


Nick snarled, Troy watching as his lip curled in defiant hostility. He slammed his hips up against Josh in an 


attempt to push him away. 


Only now did Troy flinch and turn away, whimpering as Josh dealt anther blow to Nick's face. His fist cracked 
across his jaw, dislodging more grains and mineral from the roof of the tunnel. When he dared to look again, 


opening his eyes against the falling dust, an entirely different scene was unfolding. 


Josh had Nick up against the wall again, a hand on each wrist, keeping his arms at his sides. He bit at Nick's 
lower lip, leaving the pinned man to squirm and kick Troy blushed deeply, knowing he should walk away, stunned 


into watching by the absurdity of the entire scene. 


Still holding him by the neck, Josh swung Nick around, flipping him and forcing him face-first against the mined 
stone. He continued to yell at him, berating him, chastising him, and for a moment Troy shared Nick's pang of 
humiliation. He could see it on Nick's face, and despite the knowledge that he should have delighted in the cruel 


man's suffering, he couldn't help but feel embarrassed for him. 


Josh was obviously in control, calling the shots and making the plans. Nick was being used as Josh kept his own 


hands cleaned, and now he was being used again 


In the growing dimness and the deafening silence, Troy still watched. Nick was half-hidden by the huge frame 
of Josh, leaning against his back, legs spread to steady himself. He tore at Nick's dark, filthy pants, ripping 
them open. The steel button hit the wall, and Troy watched as it settled in a crack on the floor. With his pants 
around his ankles, Nick pressed his hands above his head, closing his eyes tight. 


He bucked as Josh pushed into him, mouth hanging open in a cry that Troy could only imagine. He himself had 
cried out like that before, a low desperate moan, under quite different circumstances. He watched, eyes wide, 
as Nick squirmed and scraped at the wall. His nails dug 

furrows into the soft chalk, boots skidding on the loose, gravely floor. 


Despite the anger that fueled Josh's passion, the entire ordeal was over in only a matter of minutes. Troy had 
become fascinated as he watched the mute display, fingers curling against the the ropes that chaffed his 
wrists. He watched as Josh's hips swung forward, growing more and more erratic until the energy faded and 


he pulled away. He watched as he turned Nick to face him, spitting at his partner and laughing. 


Josh moved away, pulling his cellphone from his pocket and tossing it onto the steel tray before leaving the 
room. Troy watched as it flashed and vibrated, inching across the tray, bumping into the bloody skewer. He 
whimpered, urging it to fall open, snap open on the floor so that someone, anyone on the other line could hear 


him scream. 


It was taken swiftly from his line of sight by Nick, sneering down at Troy as he buckled his pants. There was a 
look of defeat on his face, subtle and almost hidden, before vanishing completely. Troy opened his mouth, 
grasping for something to say, before Nick spat down at him, turning on his heel and slamming the cracked 
door behind him. 
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"| feel like | have to tell you what a terrible idea this is, Detective," Gene hissed, leaning between the driver and 
passenger seats of Joey's car. Joey snorted, pulling off the highway and onto a rougher track, headed towards 
the mine. 

"The others will catch up. | get the feeling Agent Trent there was a little distracted" 


Gene rolled his eyes, moving back as Mike joined the conversation 


"l agree with Gene, Joey. This isn't a good idea. You should at least have called Josh.let him know where you 


were going, what Aaron said. Or told DC." 


Joey shook his head, taking his phone from his pocket and tossing it into Mike's lap. The neon screen read five 
different tried calls to Josh's phone. 


"He's not picking up. I've left him messages. He knows where to find me, and the Agents will catch up. We're 


running out of time to find this guy.” 
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"We're going to have a visitor," Josh growled, having walked back into the small room and retrieved his phone. 
He clicked it shut, throwing it to Nick. He refused to meet Josh's eyes as he caught it, slipping the phone into 
his back pocket. 


"Don't go fucking easy. | know you like him," he replied, retrieving the blindfold from the tray and grasping Troy 
by the hair, holding him still and covering his eyes once more. 


"Stop your fucking complaining," he laughed, seemingly delighted that the bound man couldn't hear him. He 
forced his jaw open, squeezing brutally at the joints and sliding the gag in once more. Turning back to Josh, he 
motioned to the gun at Josh's hip. 

"Are you up to it? You know you're going to have to run after this, and take your bitch with you." 


Josh nodded, drawing the revolver and replacing the cartridge, shoving it home with a click. 


"| don't need you to fucking lecture me. Just shut the door and get your damn gun" 
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Mike clicked Joey's phone shut, handing it back to him as they drew closer to the chalk mine. 
"That was DC. White and Reznor are on their way..they're not happy, Joey... 


Joey snorted, pulling off the gravel road and onto a dirt version, the wheels kicking up sprays of dry, desert 
soil as they turned. 


"They can fucking deal with it. Everyone keeps forgetting that we're working with an actual, living victim here. | 
hope." 


He shook his head, a rough, frustrated jerk that almost dislodged his sunglasses. He passed his phone back to 
Gene, silently thankful for the company, despite the lack of help that a lawyer and a psychologist would provide. 


"Call Josh again. | don't know where the hell he is, but I'd feel much better knowing he had my back." 


RK 


Troy jerked back and forth in his chair, once again plunged into darkness, as well as silence. He screamed 
against the bit, knowing that whoever was coming, whoever spooked his captors into arming themselves would 


hear him. He howled, frantically sucking in mouthfuls of air and screeching as his jaw ached, forced apart by 


the bitter, stiff gag. 


He started to rock from side to side, lifting the feet of the chair and slamming them back down into the loose 
stones of the floor. Despite the situation and having had another sense taken away from him, he started to 
laugh. 


Someone was coming! Someone had scared Josh and Nick, and they were coming to rescue himl It was over. 
Soon, in a matter of moments, it was going to be over. The police were coming, with clean clothes and water, 
with food and an ambulance. His ordeal was ending. 


Louder he yelled, gasping and screaming through the leathery wood between his teeth until his head began to 


ache. 


Mid-howl, something hard and blunt struck him in the back of the head, just above the base of his skull. He 
jerked and moaned, the blindfold slipped from his eyes, only to be replaced with a damp, musty black hood, 
moments before he passed out. 
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"Stay in the car, okay?" Joey checked his gun, standing behind the open driver's side door, squinting at the 


entrance to the main chalk mine. 


It was boarded up, thick planks of wood laid across the dark entrance, littered with warning signs. Despite the 
heavy chains and intimidating padlocks, it was clearly being used by someore. The tail of a filthy, unfamiliar car 
was just peeking out from behind a control shed, and scuffed tracks moved back and forth across the 


entrance. 


"| believe its proper procedure to wait for backup, Detective," Gene warned him, arms folded as he peered out 


from the back seat. Joey rolled his eyes, shrugging out of his jacket. 
"Take the stick out of your ass, Trautman." 


Mike covered his mouth in the face of Gene's outraged scoff, grinning to himself and holding Joey's phone 
tightly in one hand. Joey gently closed the door, leaning down to address them both through the window. 


"Alright. You guys know what to do if you hear anything. You flip that thing open, and call DC right away. 
Agents Mulder and Scully should be here soon, but if anything happens before then, just.stay here and 


call for help. Don't come in after me, understand?" 


They both nodded, clearly uneasy with the situation, but smart enough to stay out of trouble. Joey cocked his 
gun, thumbed the safety and held it at the side, walking towards the mine. 


The wind whipped at his bare arms, plucking at the stones dislodged by the crunching of his boots. Behind him, 
he heard Mike flip open the phone, leaving yet another message for his missing partner. 


Where the hell was Josh? Joey figured that he'd gone back to his own place, lost his phone down the side of 
the couch and crashed for a couple of hours, trying to sleep off his anger. Joey was no stranger to animosity 
between police officers and federal agents, but nothing like Josh's reaction They certainly did things differently 


down in Joshua Tree. 


He shook the thoughts from his head, intent on focusing on the task at hand. Silently he prayed, closing his 


eyes for just a moment in the hope that there was still a living victim for him to save. 


When he opened his eyes again, the opening to the mine stood before him, boarded and intimidating. It stood 
firm, but the planks came away in his hands easily. He frowned. The nails were new, shiny and untarnished, 


another sign of what awaited him inside. 


The air inside of the tunnel was dank and dry, as stifling and gagging as the chalk on the walls. It crunched and 
snapped beneath his feet. There was no way to avoid the sound, it echoed before him and announced his 


presence so loudly, he might as well have been shouting his own name. He kept his gun at the ready, listening 
carefully for any signs of life. 


Minutes passed as though they were hours, and by the time Joey reached a curve in the tunnel the last hints 
of evening sunlight had faded completely. He cursed himself for not bringing a flashlight, instead left to squint 


at what looked like a series of rooms. 


A small shed stood to his left, padlocked and dusty. There were ragged tracks and disturbed stones on the 
floor before it, but the cobwebs that covered the handle led him to believe there was nothing to fear from it. 
That left two doors. 


The one before him was cracked, almost down the middle, and what appeared to be candlelight flickered 
through the splinters. Several dark shapes were almost visible, none of them particularly human. The door to 
his right was just as old, just as beaten, but not in quite so bad disrepair. No light shone through the slivers 


of space above and below. 


Once again adjusting the grip on his gun, Joey held his breath as he reached for the rusted handle, wincing at 
the metallic squeak of the hinges. It pushed open easily enough, swinging into an almost empty room. 


A lantern stood on a low, rotting table, casting a flickering amber glow around the room. Beside it, in a gilded 
cage, a canary slept with its head tucked under a mangled wing. It twitched and fidgeted as Joey's boots 
crunched on the ground, fixing him with a beady, irritated stare. A tray, shiny and out of place in the carved, 
cavernous room sat almost in the middle, covered with a crisp towel and several sadistic looking tools. He 


almost gagged at the sight of dry blood, before noticing a dark, slumped figure in the background. 


"Fuck!" he hissed, jerking forward into action and rounding the tray, skidding to his knees before the bound man 
He pulled away a black hood, exhaling in relief as his actions were answered with a low, desperate moon. 


"Troy? Troy Van Leeuwen?" Joey asked in a rough whisper, pulling the gag out of his mouth and letting it drop, 
followed shortly by the loose, useless blindfold Troy blinked at him, whimpering again and working his jaw, 


shaking his head in an attempt to regain some sort of sense. 


Joey frowned as he set two fingers beneath Troy's chin, tilting his head up and examining his face. This was 
certainly his victim, and although Joey was surprised to see him with all facial features still in tact, something 


else was wrong. He squinted in the dim lantern light, before noticing the blood running down from his ears. 


"You..can you hear me?" He asked softly, resting a strong, reassuring hand on the side of Troy's face, 
encouraging him to look him in the eyes. He saw the haze slowly fade, and Troy tilted his head as he blinked 


agai n. 


| can't hear you," he croaked, throat caked with dust and dry saliva. Although unable to discern Joey's words, 
it seemed to be the sensible thing to make clear. "l.l cant hear anything." 


Joey flinched back a little, nodding and pulling from his jeans his police badge and a pocketknife, holding up the 
former and flipping it open. 


"No, no its okay!" he whispered, forgetting the situation for a moment as Troy jerked back, his eyes going 
saucer-wide. Joey frowned, brows knitting in confusion as he tucked the badge away once more, running his 


thumb across Troy's cheek in a gently, reassuring gesture. 


He cut the ropes around Troy's ankles first, loosing the bonds that chaffed and tore at the soft, fine cotton of 
his suit pants. He then sawed through the ropes around Troy's chest, gently catching him with one hand as he 


slumped forward. 


Joey stood then, moving to cut the last ropes around Troy's wrists, hidden behind the chair, before something 
cold and smooth pressed against the back of his head. It was solid, hard and unyielding, and it felt very much 
like the barrel of a gun. 
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"Drop your weapon, Detective, and turn around." 


Joey flinched hard, his spine straightening into a rigid, cold rod. He knew that voice, and now that he was 
hearing it again, Aaron's description fit like a glove. He glanced down at Troy, staring into his terrified, wounded 
eyes and mustering up a reassuring, if slightly faltering, wink. 


"What are you doing, Josh..?" he hissed, staying still and focusing on the wall in front of him. His partner 
laughed, low and soft, before shoving the gun once more into the back of his head. 


"| said turn around," Josh replied, stepping back to allow Joey the room to face him. "Place your weapon on the 


ground, Joe, and look at me. You've probably got a lot of questions." 


"You could say that," Joey growled, finally Turning and lifting his chin, dropping his gun and staring up at Josh 


from almost a foot lower. "And don't fucking call me Joe." 


Josh laughed again, moving to the side and leaning against the tray, his gun held at arm's length, the barrel 
pointed squarely between Joey's eyes. As he moved he revealed his partner, bald and grinning, a man Joey had 


never seen before. 


"What are you doing?" he asked again, trying not to focus on the gun and the threat it represented. "AIl of 
this, kidnapping this man, and the other two? What does it all mean?" 


"You wouldn't understand," Josh shrugged, lowering his gun as the man behind him raised his own, a malicious 


gleam in his smiling eyes. "Even Nick here doesn't completely get it,do you?" 


Nick, his apparent partner in crime, returned the shrug. 


| understand money," he replied, a sardonic smile set firmly on his face. Joey shuddered, his faith in humanity 


firmly rocked once again 

"Try me. You might be surprised” 

Josh raised an eyebrow, folding his arms and leaning back a little. He let out a short, barking laugh and nodded. 
"Fine. Alright. | like you, Joe, and | know that whining little bitch Aaron probably didn't tell you anything, did he?" 


"He told me where to find you," Joey replied, still standing firmly in front of Troy. He could hear the still bound 


man breathing heavily behind him, pausing for the occasional gasped whimper. 


Josh stayed quiet for a moment, smiling quietly to himself before nodding again, still amused by the while 
situation. 


"The chalk. Mmm. The little bitch didn't stop whining, you know, always begging for something to drink, 
complaining that he was choking. We should have taken his tongue instead of his eyes, but you know how it 


is.overeager, and all." 


Joey closed his eyes for a moment against the image, strangely thankful or Troy's apparent deafness. He felt 
trapped in here, not just by the two men and their guns, but by the darkness as well. He could barely see past 
Nick's shoulders into the tunnel, and with the daylight gone completely this far in, the candle in the lantern was 
hardly enough. 


He opened his eyes again to the sound of boots crunching on stone, furious at himself for having apparently 
missed it earlier, distracted by the relief of finding Troy alive. Josh was standing beside Nick now, the smaller 
man's gun in his hands. Joey hadn't heard any exchange between the two.Josh was obviously the dominant 


personality. 
‘lm sorry it had to come to this," Josh continued, tilting his head to light a cigarette, his lighter clicking and 
flashing with the same metallic, irritating tone. "Really, | am. | like you, Joey. You're a good cop. Too trusting, 


too eager to see the best in people..but a good cop nonetheless." 


"Thanks," Joey snorted, taking no comfort from the compliment whatsoever. His palms, still held neutral before 


him, were cold with sweat and his heart raced in his chest. 


"So if you respect me so much, explain to me why? Explain to me all of this, the first two kids, and Troy. 


What are you getting out of it?" 


Again, Josh smiled, the slow twitching of the corner of his mouth and the shine in his eye that made Joey 


incredibly uneasy. He took an unconscious step back, moving closer to better protect Troy. 


"You just answered your own question, Detective. It's for Troy. It's all for Troy. You've seen the way | talk 
about him.| couldn't give less of a shit for the bands he produces, but | swear | own every album with his 


label on it. He.he's beautiful." 


He paused, sucking on the cigarette and staring past Joey's solid frame, meeting Troy's frightened, confused 
gaze and winking. Joey heard him gasp, and felt the shuffle of feet as he tried to scoot the chair back. 


"You're obsessed with him," Joey stared at Josh, silently cursing himself for misreading the signs. Josh's 


mocking, outraged cry cut the tension in the room like a piano wire. 


"I love him!" he snapped suddenly, his arm lifting and once again bringing the gun up, leveling it towards Joey's 
face. "How can any of you fucking understand that? | don't want him to see anyone else! | don't want him to 


hear anyone else's voice! He's mine!" 


He twitched, clearly incensed by his love being compared to meager obsession His eyes were darker in the glow 


of the lantern, the weak light throwing his madness into sharp relief. 
"He's supposed to be mine, Joey. | know you're not going to stand in the way of that." 


"Josh." Joey shook his head, spreading his hands out in front of him, palms down in a pacifying manner. "l'm 
not going to stand in the way of anything. | promise. Look, man.you need help. You know you can trust me. l'm 


your partner..." 
He was cut off by Nick's rough laugh, jarred out of a weak semblance of calm. 


"Are you fucking kidding me with that hostage negotiator bullshit?" he jeered, nudging Josh with his elbow. 
"Don't listen to him. You've come this far, are you going to let him keep standing between you and your 


fucking prize?" 


Josh considered for a moment, tilting his head and sucking on the end of his cigarette, before snickering and 
grinding it out beneath his boot. 


"Nah. Of course not. Save your tactics, Joey, | read the manual too. I'm sorry man, but | have to do this. I'm 
not going to put all my effort to waste, not after | let that first kid slip away from me. Not after all of the 


time | spent practicing on that whining little bitch, Aaron. Not after - ' 
The gunshot ran deafeningly loud in the wide tunnel, and for the first few seconds after Josh was cut off, 
Joey couldn't hear a thing. He saw Josh hit the ground in a crumbled, writhing heap, while Nick jerked back 
against the wall of the tunnel. Behind him he felt Troy squirm and writhe with fright. 


Once the shock cleared, Joey crouched and reached for his gun, wrapping his fingers around the smooth hilt 


and training it directly at Nick. The man slumped, sitting with his back against the wall and his hands held in 
the air, seemingly as stunned as the rest of them. 


Still confused as to who had fired, Joey looked to the open door into the rest of the tunnel, re-releasing the 


safety on his gun as two figures came into view. 


ls your phone broken, Detective Castillo?" the smooth, familiar voice of Agent Jeordie White asked, stepping 
into the room. Behind him, his partner lowered his gun. "Or are you in the habit of leaving for a suspected hot 


scene without backup?" 


He crouched beside Nick without waiting for an answer, producing a pair of handcuffs and roughly twisting his 
arms behind his back. He put up no resistance, resigned to his fate, but not without a few choice words for 


his fallen partner. 


"IIl testify against him," He began, his mouth running eagerly as he was hauled to his feet. "It was his idea, 
Josh's. All of it. Cut me a deal, man, and | swear to god I'll tell you everything." 


Jeordie shook his head, silencing him with a few choice words and turning him to face the wall, watching Trent 


as he shoved Josh roughly onto his stomach, twisting his arms and producing his own pair of handcuffs. 


"You fucking shot me.." Josh spat, apparently as stunned as every other man in the room. Trent grabbed him 
by the back of the head, twisting his fingers in red hair and slamming Josh's face into the hard gravel. 


"You picked the wrong kid to run your sick little tests on," he growled, taking no care to avoid the bullet wound 
set just below Josh's shoulder. "And if you call Aaron a bitch again, | swear to god you won't see the outside 
of this tunnel. Accidents happen" 


The satisfaction of seeing Josh thoroughly silenced was lost on Joey. As soon as both pairs of cuffs had 
clicked shut, he'd fallen to his knees at the side of Troy's chair. With the last looping of rope around his wrists 
roughly sawn in two, he pocketed his knife and helped Troy to move forward in the chair, rubbing the 


circulation back into his wrists and reaching up, stroking matted hair back from his face. 


Although he knew there was no way for Troy to hear him, he couldn't help but speak, crouched on the cold, 
chalky floor at the back of a tunnel, steadily filling with police officers and emergency personnel. 


My name's Joey Castillo. lm a detective, Troy. Let me help you 
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Epilogue - Four Months Later 


Joey sat in the drivers seat of his car, rotating his cellphone from hand to hand. He watched the streetlights 
dim outside, casting the parking lot around him into darkness. He could understand why such a dark, empty 


space could be intimidating. 


He flipped open the small phone, cycling through the address book out of habit, his thumb resting over he 
delete button as it settled on Josh. For the first month, he hadn't even thought about deleting the number 
from his contacts, even as he'd watched Internal Affairs clean out his former partner's desk. After that, a 


simple act like removing a number seemed too final, too confident. It could wait. 


The passenger door opened and his guest joined him, smoothing out any prospective wrinkles in his fine suit as 


he sat, buckling his seatbelt. Joey grinned, but didn't crank the engine. 
"Good day?" 


Troy rolled his eyes, tucking his hair back and leaning a little closer to Joey, settling into the leather-covered 


seat. 


"Long. Boring. Frustrating. So why'd you insist on picking me up? | have a dozen security guards that walk me to 


my car now, you know..." 
Joey laughed softly, setting his phone down on the center console and turning a little, facing Troy. 


"I know," he shrugged the question off for the moment, gesturing to the die of Troy's head. "How were they 
today? No pain?" 


"None. | got an email from the specialist, the results of my last exam. The right's going to need more surgery 
before | can get rid of that ugly little aide, but the left's nearly at eighty percent..almost a full recovery. The 
right drum wasn't fully perforated." 


Joey nodded, grinning with a litle relief. He knew the details. After the night in the tunnel, he'd gone with Troy 
in the ambulance, first waiting outside of the exam room, then the surgery, and then the recovery room. At 
some point during twenty-four and thirty hours without sleep, he felt a sudden and very close understanding 


towards Agent Reznor. 


"Good. You know..it's a week Today until the trial starts," he offered gently, carefully watching Troy to gauge 
his reaction. He simply nodded, but not without a second's hesitation 


"| know. Your lawyer called me today..| had to ask him to talk to my assistant. | still have trouble with the 


phone. Are..are you going to be there?" 


Joey reached out, gently taking Troy's long, pale fingers in his own rough hand, squeezing and holding them with 


a surprising tenderness. 


"You know | am. I've told you that. | need to testify as well.Mike's going to be there, and the Feds as well. You 


remember them." 


"Mm," Troy nodded, relaxing a little with the gentle contact. "I guess Josh is going to be there..the right to face 
his accuser, and all of that. | was kind of hoping he'd contract gangrene and.sorry.’ 


Joey smiled softly, shaking his head and reaching for his phone, slipping it nonchalantly into the back pocket of 


his jeans. 


‘Its okay. | know it's going to be hard for you, but you can look past the witness box and see me. | wont leave 


until the entire thing's done with. | promise." 


"Thank you," Troy squeezed his hand again, relaxing somewhat and tilting his head against the padded rest. "Is 
Aaron going to be there?" 


"| don't know about that. He's still going through a lot of therapy, and his testimony isn't vital for a conviction 


If Trent can convince him, I'm sure he'll show. Dean's going to be there.you remember him?" 


Troy nodded again, his fingers twitching beneath Joey's. With a soft sigh, Joey moved his hand, resting it on 
Troy's shoulder and squeezing gently. 


"They don't blame you for any of this. Especially Aaron. Josh.Josh was using them as guinea pigs. He made 
that decision, he chose them. Not you. You couldn't do anything about it." 


"It still happened because of me." Troy cut himself off, biting away the rest of his concerns and staring out 
at the empty parking lot. "Joey.just before you came and found me, there was something else. Something | 
never told the Agents, or any of the other cops." 


Joey stayed silent, turning fully in his seat and crooking one leg, watching Troy carefully. He hesitated, lowering 
his eyes and shaking his hair forward, hiding the blush that rose high across his cheekbones. 


"They fucked. | mean.Josh. He fucked the other one, Nick.just before. | didn't want to watch, but they had me 
tied there, and | just couldn't. couldn't look away. I'm sorry | never told you, but | couldn't understand it. Josh 


was obsessed with me, but he never touched me." 
Nodding his head once in quiet understanding, Joey considered his words before answering. 


"Oliveri Told us in his confession He was..very detailed. | talked to Doctor Shuman about it, after the initial 


interview, and he told me it came down to..well, to dominance." 


Troy wrinkled his nose, frowning as he wrapped his thick, dark coat around his slim chest. 
"Dominance?" 


"Yeah." Joey shrugged. He'd been as confused as Troy at first, before Schuman's explanation had cast it in a 


different light. 

"For Josh, | guess, sex was just another way to control his partner. | mean, he was obsessed with you, you're 
right, and by..by taking away your hearing, and eventually your sight, | guess, he was controlling you. You know 
that. So sex, from what | understand, was another way to exert his dominance over someone he saw as..as 
less than him." 

The pair stayed quiet for several minutes, Troy, as he thought over this new information, and Joey out of 
deep discomfort, still jarred by the depth of his ex-partner's mental depravity. It was Troy who eventually 
broke the silence, biting his lip until he felt compelled to speak 


‘I'm sorry it had to be him," he whispered, ducking his head so that a curtain of black hair once again hid his 
face. Joey smiled, tucking the hair back in a smooth, easy gesture. 


"Me too. | had no idea.none of us did. He was sick, but the only thing l'm sorry for is what happened to you, 
and the others." 


He let the words hang, shaking his head and turning the key, cranking the engine and flooding the parking lot 
with halogen light. 


"Come on. It's late. Let me take you home, and you can get some rest." 


"Wait," Troy leaned over, resting his hand on Joey's denim-covered thigh,scraping his manicured nails over the 
dark fabric. He kissed Joey's cheek, gently, his lips curving into a soft smile against tan skin 


"Let's go back to your place tonight, okay? You've stayed at mine every night for a month, and | know its a 


longer drive to the precinct for you in the morning." 

Joey turned to him, pleasently surprised. 

"Are you sure? If its going to make you uncomfortable, you know | don't mind." 

‘Its fine," Troy shook his head, pressing another kiss to Joey's jaw, before returning to his own seat and re- 
buckling his seatbelt. "We'll need to pop by my place for a few minutes.just to pick up some clothes, and cover 


the canary cage, but | think I'm up for it” 


Grinning, clearly delighted by this sudden change in routine, Joey pulled out of the lot and onto the road. 


"Okay, but | have to warn you. My floor's kind of a hazard.my cleaning lady's really lazy, and it's a little 


dangerous to navigate." 


Troy laughed and tucked his hair back, his hand firmly spread across Joey's thigh, comfortable and easy. 


"IFs okay. | know you'll help me." 
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